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AGENCY:  Fish  and  Wildlife  Service, 
Interior. 

ACTION:  Review  of  the  status  of  the 
San  Esteban  Island  Chuckwalla. 

SUMMARY:  The  Service  will  review 
the  status  of  the  San  Esteban  Island 
chuckwalla  ( Sauromalus  varius )  to  de¬ 
termine  if  it  should  be  listed  as  Endan¬ 
gered  or  Threatened.  This  status 
review  is  being  conducted  because  this 
species  has  a  very  limited  range  and  is 
subject  to  exploitation  by  the  pet  in¬ 
dustry. 

BATES:  Information  regarding  the 
status  of  this  species  should  be  submit¬ 
ted  on  or  before  June  4,  1979. 

ADDRESSES:  Comments  on  this 
notice  of  review  should  be  submitted 
to  the  Director  (OES),  U.S.  Fish  and 
Wildlife  Service,  Department  of  the 
Interior.  Washington,  D.C.  20240. 

FOR  FURTHER  INFORMATION 
CONTACT: 

Mr.  Harold  O’Conner,  Acting  Asso¬ 
ciate  Director— Federal  Assistance, 
U.S.  Fish  and  Wildlife  Service,  U.S. 
Department  of  the  Interior,  Wash¬ 
ington.  D.C.  20240  (202-343-4646). 

SUPPLEMENTARY  INFORMATION: 

BACKGROUND. 

On  December  20,  1978,  the  Fish  and 
Wildlife  Service  was  petitioned  by  Dr. 
Ted  Case  of  the  University  of  Califor¬ 
nia— San  Diego  to  list  the  San  Esteban 


FEDERAL 


Island  chuckwalla,  Sauromalus  varius, 
as  either  endangered  or  threatened 
under  provisions  of  the  Endangered 
Species  Act  of  1973.  Aside  from  the 
unique  biological  attributes  of  this 
species,  including  limited  range,  un¬ 
commonness  within  its  habitat,  very 
low  reproductive  rates,  and  low  preda¬ 
tion  rates,  Dr.  Case  believes  the  chuck¬ 
walla  should  be  listed  because  the 
lizard  is  subject  to  human  predation 
for  the  pet  industry.  Because  of  the 
life  history  characteristics  of  this  spe¬ 
cies,  Dr.  Case  feels  that  collection  for 
the  pet  trade  could  seriously  harm  the 
species’  survival  in  the  wild. 

The  genus  Sauromalus  contains 
eight  species,  many  of  which  are 
known  only  from  an  island  or  series  of 
islands  in  the  Gulf  of  California.  All 
are  vegetarians;  S.  varius  feeds  pri¬ 
marily  on  cactus  fruit.  Little  work  has 
been  conducted  on  the  San  Esteban 
Island  chuckwalla  and  Dr.  Case's  stud¬ 
ies,  as  yet  unpublished,  are  the  first  to 
examine  its  life  history  in  detail. 
These  lizards  are  the  largest  in  North 
America  outside  the  tropics  and  are 
morphologically,  genetically,  and  eco¬ 
logically  distinct  from  their  relatives 
on  the  mainland.  Individuals  are  usu¬ 
ally  found  in  small  groups  suggesting  a 
unique  social  organization. 

S.  varius  occurs  only  on  43  km2  San 
Esteban  Island  where  its  major  habi¬ 
tat  is  a  single  arroyo  that  runs  along 
the  southeast  corner  of  the  island.  Dr. 
Case  has  estimated  that  the  density  of 
lizards  is  about  nine  animals  per  acre 
in  choice  habitat.  He  therefore  esti¬ 
mates  the  population  at  about  4500 
animals. 

Reproductive  rates  appear  extreme¬ 
ly  low.  Of  500  animals  that  Dr.  Case 
observed  in  the  field  or  in  museums, 
only  two  were  juveniles.  During  the  10 
years  of  his  study,  most  adult  females 
did  not  breed  although  some  became 
gravid  during  2  years  when  sufficient 
rainfall  occurred  during  which  cactus 
fruit  became  abundant.  Therefore, 


population  recruitment  may  be  de¬ 
pendent  on  food  supply  (and  there¬ 
fore,  rainfall),  which  is  quite  sporadic. 
Reproductive  maturity  is  not  reached 
until  the  age  of  5  or  6  years. 

Predation  rates  are  low  on  the 
chuckwallas  and,  until  recently,  man 
has  not  seriously  threatened  them.  Dr. 
Case  believes  they  have  exceptional 
longevity.  A  species  such  as  this  would 
therefore  appear  to  be  a  K-selected 
species,  and  thus  seriously  prone  to 
disturbances  affecting  population 
structure.  Such  disturbance  has  re¬ 
cently  come  in  the  form  of  the  pet 
trade;  100  animals  were  collected  re¬ 
cently  and  sold  to  a  supply  house  in 
California.  The  large  size  and  rarity  of 
the  lizards  has  made  them  attractive 
to  those  interested  in  exotic  pets.  If 
this  trend  continues  or  accelerates,  as 
Dr.  Case  fears,  then  the  unique  San 
Esteban  Island  chuckwalla  could  be  se¬ 
riously  threatened  in  its  limited  and 
unprotected  habitat.  For  these  rea¬ 
sons,  the  Service  believes  the  threats 
to,  and  status  of,  this  species  should  be 
carefully  reviewed. 

The  Director  of  the  Service  is 
hereby  seeking  the  views  of  all  persons 
who  have  information  on  the  status  of 
his  species,  as  well  as  the  views  of  the 
government  of  Mexico,  to  determine  if 
sufficient  biological  data  exist  to  war¬ 
rant  a  proposal  as  either  Endangered 
or  Threatened  under  provisions  of  the 
Act.  All  interested  persons  are  invited 
to  submit  any  factual  information,  es¬ 
pecially  publications  and  written  re¬ 
ports.  which  is  germane  to  this  status 
review. 

This  notice  of  review  was  prepared 
by  Dr.  C.  Kenneth  Dodd,  Jr.,  Office  of 
Endangered  Species  (703/235-1975). 

Dated:  February  26,  1979. 

Lynn  A.  Greenwalt, 

Director,  Fish  and  Wildlife  Service. 
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